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Abstract 
The present study was an attempt to compare the different uses of humour among EFL learners which have been used in public 
schools with ones enrolled in language learning institutes. Data were collected using a Pedagogical Humor Questionnaire which 
was distributed among 400 female students (high school students=200, language institute learners=200) studying English in 
Shiraz, Iran. The data were analyzed using an independent sample T-test. The results showed language institute teachers and
learners use humor more than the learners and teachers of schools. Both groups of participants indicated that they believed humor 
could be a productive tool in learning EFL and reducing affective barriers.  
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1. Introduction 
Using humor in teacher discourse or teacher actions is among a large number of issues that can lead and motivate 
a language learner towards learning a second or foreign language. One of the many benefits of using humor in the 
context of a classroom is that it can eliminate or at least reduce, stress and anxiety that acquiring a second or foreign 
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language may impose on the learners. It can promote and motivate students’ interaction with their peers or teachers. 
Integrating humor in the context of the classroom has the benefit of providing a more interesting and productive 
class climate. It will also help them become more energetic in the class, which will in turn lead to a higher 
percentage of learning. Humor in the class can help inhibited learners or those who are less self-confident, by 
changing the position of teachers from an authoritarian position to a facilitating one (Ketabi & Simin, 2009). 
Although different studies (Askildson, 2005; Rafiee, Kassaian, and Vahid Dastjerdi, 2010; Bell, 2009; Schmitz, 
2002; Chabeli, 2008; Aboudan, 2009) have proved the fact that using humor in classrooms is one of the best 
instructional tools that can help promote learning in foreign language classes. The Ministry of Education in some 
countries, including Iran, has stopped using humor in education and has chosen traditional teacher-centered classes 
over interactive learner-centered ones. It should be noted that in Iran there are plenty of private language centers or 
language institutes in which their aim is the same as language programs in colleges throughout the United States and 
Europe. In Iran, the Ministry of Education is in charge of educational planning, financing, administration, 
curriculum, and textbook development. Teacher training, grading, and examinations are also the responsibility of the 
Ministry. In a top-down relationship teachers are not in charge, they are not free to do what they like in their classes 
and they should obey the rules, which have been prescribed by the ministry of education. In other words, public 
schools in Iran are planned in such a way that English teachers are not flexible and they are in the center of the class. 
Even in comparison with private schools, public schools are found to use less humor in their educational system.  It 
can be added that regarding the issue of humor language institutes are reported to have the highest use of humor in 
comparison with both types of schools.  
1.1. Humor 
Laughter is a paramount part of human communication in almost each and every communicative event. 
Even in the saddest misfortunes and disasters we might burst into laughter without any particular reason. But why 
do we laugh and what do we laugh at? Many different scholars have defined humor in different ways and with 
different words.  According to Sultanoff (1994), humor is comprised of three components: the cognitive experience 
or wit, the emotional experience or mirth, and the physiological experience or laughter. Sultanoff states that most of 
the time laughter equates with humor, but many instances of laughter (tickling, nervousness, etc.) clearly have little 
to do with humor. Similarly, many instances of humor do not result in laughter (due to the mood of the appreciator, 
the social context, etc.). Tangler (2006) believes that humor and fun are not the same. He considers humor as a type 
of writing or speech (humor and wit). As he mentioned, humor is more than “having a feeling for a joke,” (Tangler, 
2006, p.2). Wooten (1996) roposed that humour can have therapeutic consequences since it is a “self-care tool” 
(Wooten, 1996, p.1) in resisting stress. It can be said that humor is useful because, as Freud (1989) states, jokes and 
laughter allow people to express hidden feelings. 
 
There are many advantages to humor. One of the most prominent ones is that by using humor people can 
reduce the amount of anger and stress they feel. As Sultanoff states: 
 
 My belief is that we are going to eventually discover that the most dramatic health 
benefits of humor are not in laughter, but in the cognitive and emotional management 
that humorous experience provide. The experience humor relieves emotional distress 
and assists in changing negative thinking patterns. ( Sultanoff, 1994, p.3) 
1.2. Pedagogical Humor  
Different studies have indicated that using humor is very effective in classrooms in most educational fields.  
Such studies also emphasized the fact that there are different ways to use humor in EFL classes (Chauvet, & 
Hofmeyer, 2007; Baid & Lambert 2010). In addition, teachers have to pay attention to some points when they want 
to use humor in class since if teachers tend to be too humorous they will appear offensive from the students’ point of 
view. Rareshide, (1993) suggested seven guidelines for teachers to use humor in the class: 
 
First, teachers should be aware of and receptive to humor’s many uses. Second, 
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humor should never be used to ridicule or embarrass a student. Third, humor 
should never be aimless; it should serve a specific purpose, even if it is used 
spontaneously. Forth, humor should be made appropriate to the student’s ability 
levels. Fifth, teachers should recognize the uses of spontaneous as well as 
planned humor; they should incorporate both into their teaching. Sixth, teachers 
should laugh at themselves occasionally to show their students that they are real 
people. Seventh, they should use sarcasm only if it is of the playful kind. 
(Rareshide ,1993, pp.26-27) 
 
Moreover, Dickmeyer (1993, cited in Flower, 2001) suggested four tips in using humor in the classroom: 
First, “Consider your presentations skills…” (p.11). Second, “consider your audience. (p.11). Third, “Consider your 
Course material…” (p.12), and forth, “practice your humor on colleagues o family member” (p.13). 
1.3. The present study 
The present study is an attempt to compare the different uses of humor among EFL learners. To serve this 
purpose a comparative study was conducted in two different contexts: public schools and language learning 
institutes. The focus of this study was on the teachers’ use of the facilitative effect of humor on foreign language 
learning in these two contexts. To reach this end, the research tries to answer the following questions: 
1.  Is there any significant difference between students’ attitudes toward the usage of humor in English 
classrooms by their teacher in public schools and language learning institutes? 
2. Do students in general believe that using humor will help them to learn more English? 
3. Which group of students uses humor to communicate in their English classes, public school, or language-
learning institute? 
 
2. Literature Review  
2.1. Humor and Education 
Nursing and midwifery education are examples of educations in which humor can be very effective if used 
in their working place and training classes. Baid and Lambert (2010) stated that a trainer or lecturer must prevent 
long hours of sitting on a chair and speaking. They mentioned that they have to use some games and activities in 
order to encourage team building and peer learning where students can learn from one another. They argued that this 
way, teachers can understand whether students have learned the material covered in every session, allowing their 
students to strengthen their newly acquired knowledge to a more profound level. Another study by Chauvet and 
Hofmeyer (2007) showed that a tutor’s use of humor in nursing classes helps students share the content of every 
lesson, evokes their critical thinking and solve the problems, which can foster the whole class to reach the academic 
goal of educating and training nursing students in their professional practice and achieving learning that would last 
for a lifetime. In other words, they believe that by using humor in their nursing class, they can promote skills in 
nurses.  
 
2.2. Humor in language learning classrooms  
Many studies have spoken of humor’s pedagogical value, particularly in second language teaching and 
teacher education. For instance, a study by Aboudan (2009) showed that one of the motivating factors in language 
learning is using humor in the classroom. Aboudan emphasized that humor is not only important in learning during 
the classes but it will also lead students to be success. He claimed that teachers should use humor in their class, if 
they want their class to be more attractive. He continues to state that Encouragement and praising are not enough for 
motivating students to learn. According to Aboudan humor is not culturally bound, it can play a major role in second 
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language learning in all settings. A pilot study by Askildson (2005) shows how humor can help both students and 
teachers in learning and teaching, respectively. He states that since humor decreases the affective filter, it becomes 
very useful in language learning context, since L2 classes put some stress on learners.  
 
Ketabi and Simin (2009) also showed that humor is one of the most effective strategies in learning and 
teaching foreign languages. Using humor is effective in teaching particular skills of second language too. A study by 
Rafiee et al (2010) showed how a humorous song promotes students’ listening comprehension skill and it has a 
“large effect” on their scores in listening comprehension. Moreover, they mentioned that humor will become 
beneficial for students and enhance their listening comprehension skill, if teachers use better materials in 
classrooms. Use of humor is not only effective in improving listening comprehension but also in reading and writing 
skills. Chik and Wan (2003) studied the use of humor in creative reading programs and its effect on motivating 
students to read, think, and write. This study shows how teachers  teach the text, whether it is done by using a 
project or funny discussions which can make students more attentive and would motivate them toward reading, 
thinking, and eventually writing. Another study by Chick (n.d.) showed that students’ intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivation in reading increases when teachers use humorous English learning materials.  
 
Schmitz (2002) declared that not only non-linguistic humor should be used in classrooms but also teachers 
should use linguistic humor, especially in translation classrooms. He declared that learners who had studied in the 
field of translation should similarly be exposed to the discourse of humor as part of their drill, since linguistic humor 
offers a greater task to translators than non-linguistic humor. He believed that linguistic-based humor offers more 
difficulties for language learners and translators. 
3. Method 
3.1. Participants 
Four hundred foreign language learners, 200 first, second and third graders in four high schools and 200 
learners from six reputable language learning institutes studying at the intermediate level were recruited to fill out 
the Pedagogical Humor questionnaire.  
3.2. Instruments  
Participants were surveyed on their perceptions of humor usage and its effect within the foreign language 
classroom by using an anonymous and voluntary questionnaire (They were not forced to fill the questionnaire), 
which had been used in studies by Ketabi & Simin (2009) and Askildson (2005). The Likert scale Pedagogical 
Humor questionnaire included 12 items. Item#1 aims to check the efficiency of teachers in EFL classrooms. Item#2 
wants to find the degree the teachers use humor in the class. Item#3 checks the relevancy of humor to subject 
matters.Item#4 elicits the degree that humor make students feel more relaxed in the language classroom. Item#5 
checks the degree that humor in the foreign language can increase students’ interest in learning EFL. Item#6 aims to 
check the efficiency of humor in making teachers more approachable in the class. Item#7 wants to find whether 
humor generally improves students’ ability in learning. Item#8 aims to check how often the teachers use actual 
words or other elements of a humorous example in the foreign language to illustrate grammar, vocabulary, 
pronunciation, or any other particularity of the language during a typical class. Item#9 checks the degree students 
feel about illustrative humor in the foreign language which helps them to learn the language they are studying. 
Item#10 aims to find the best amount of humor for a typical class for creating a conductive environment for 
learning. Item# 11 checks the importance of humor in language learning overall and Item # 12 finds how often 
students use humor to communicate in the foreign language during each class. 
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3.3.  Procedure 
After a short oral description and explanations which were provided by the researchers the questionnaire 
was distributed during regularly scheduled class time. Since awareness regarding the purpose of the study could 
cause some probable fluctuations in the results of the study no mention was made of the purpose of the study. 
4. Results and Discussion 
4.1   Results obtained from the questionnaire 
               To determine the differences between students’ attitudes toward the usage of humor in the class by the 
teachers in the two programs, items regarding questions#1, 2, 3 & 8 were analyzed. Furthermore, to find the 
effectiveness of using humor in the class, items regarding questions#1, 2, 3 & 8 were considered. Moreover, to 
know the students of which program use much more humor in their foreign language classes, item# 12 was checked. 
Table 1 depicts the results obtained from the descriptive statistics concerning the opinions of the two groups on the 
use of humor. As indicated, the teachers in language institutes used more humor than school teachers and its usage 
was more effective. Also, the results showed that students from language institutes use much more humor in their 
foreign language classes in comparison with students from public school. 
 
Table1. Statistical analysis of School and language learning institute group 
 
 group N Mean Std. Deviation Std. Error Mean  
Question1 School 200 2.2800 1.11256 .07867 
Institute 200 4.3850 .67009 .04738  
Question2 School 200 1.3950 .55725 .03940 
Institute 200 2.6650 .70374 .04976  
Question3 School 200 1.6850 1.05420 .07454 
Institute 200 3.6100 1.02133 .07222  
Question4 School 200 3.0400 1.34814 .09533  
Institute 200 4.1450 .87050 .06155  
Question5 School 200 3.1800 1.25117 .08847 
Institute 200 4.0400 .72874 .05153  
Question6 School 200 3.3100 1.17934 .08339 
Institute 200 3.9800 .85631 .06055  
Question7 School 200 3.5650 .90547 .06403 
Institute 200 3.6950 .59476 .04206  
Question8 School 200 1.4550 .76872 .05436  
Institute 200 2.3500 1.03093 .07290  
Question9 School 200 3.0100 1.14299 .08082  
Institute 200 3.4100 .93610 .06619  
Question11 School 200 3.6150 .97547 .06898  
Institute 200 3.9300 .90509 .06400  
Question12 School 200 1.9500 .88397 .06251  
Institute 200 3.0750 1.21935 .08622  
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4.2 Independent Samples T-test indicating differences between public schools and language institutes 
In order to see whether the differences were statistically significant or not, a number of independent samples t-
tests were utilized (Table. 3). The obtained results indicated that there is a significant difference in the items 
between teachers and students in public schools and language institutes. As the Table indicates, all the differences 
were significant at p < 0.01. The eta scored statistic also indicated a large effect size for all the depicted differences 
based on Cohen (1988). 
 
 









































4. Implications of the study 
Although many studies have been conducted on the effect of humor in education as a whole, no large 
quantitative study has been done on the comparison between two teaching methods in order to identify the amount 
of humor used in each. Indeed, such a study is needed in order to help the officials in the Ministry of Education 
understand how students feel about use of humor and also how they regard humor as a component that is to be 
integrated into the teaching syllabus they design for schools. Since, the system of education is completely different 
between schools and language learning institutes, especially in English classes in Iran, a better understanding of 
teachers’ use of humor and also students’ attitudes towards it may be a major help for teachers who are attempting to 
  
  t df    Sig. (2- tailed) 
           Mean 
Difference Std. Error Difference 
 question1  -22.921 398 .000  -2.10500 .09184 
question2  -20.008 398 .000 -1.27000 .06347 
question3  -18.547 
 398 .000 -1.92500 .10379 
question4  -9.738 398 .000 -1.10500 .11347 
question5  -8.400 398 .000 -.86000 .10238 
question6  -6.501 398 .000 -.67000 .10306 
question7  -1.697 398 .090 -.13000 .07660 
question8  -9.842 398 .000 -.89500 .09093 
question9  -3.829 398 .000 -.40000 .10447 
question11  -3.348 398 .001 -.31500 .09409 
question12  -10.564 398 .000 -1.12500 .10649 
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integrate humor into their classrooms. The Ministry of Education and school teachers can improve their teaching 
method with the help of the results obtained from this study and they will also become aware of how integrating 
humor in their utterances during instructions can motivate learners and reduce their anxiety. It is hoped that the 
results of this study will serve as a practical starting point for such an integration. Material developers could also 
make use of the findings of this study in order to comprehend the importance of humor and apply it in designing 
teachers’ books. 
6. Conclusion 
Humor is crucial in every aspect of human life, specifically in situations where stressful situations arise, the 
learning environment being one of those situations. Different studies have indicated the importance of humor in both 
education and language learning classrooms. The present study has attempted to show the importance of humor and 
also indicates the fact that, some education systems still exist which do not allocate any kind of importance to the 
use of humor, specifically in language classrooms. Therefore, the present study attempted to compare two systems 
of English learning in Iran public schools and language learning institutes indicating which makes more use of 
humor in comparison with the other. The results of the study indicated that teachers from language learning 
institutes utilize humor more than the ones employed in public schools. Hence, students use humor to communicate 
in their class by using the target language too. The largely supportive results of this comparison in the study 
emphasize the importance of the use of humor as a strategy in language teaching environments. 
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